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The Ball Warpers 
TH2E POLICY OF THEIR UNIONS AND ITS RESULTS. 

By J. W. F. ROWE, 

Research Student. 

WHILE the numerical importance of the ball warpers is very small 
relatively to most other grades in the cotton industry, the history 
of their wages as affected by the policy of their unions is sufficiently 
interesting and generally instructive to merit a brief study. The 
facts, for example, that wages have remained at approximately 
the same level throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, 
and' that the number of warpers in Lancashire" has remained 
stationary for thirty years, despite the enormous expansion of the 
cotton industry are sufficiently striking to demand some explana- 
tion, and as will be seen, the history of the warpers throws much 
light on the general question as to whether wages can be controlled 
artificially for the permanent benefit of the controller. 

The process of warping consists essentially in the arrangement of 
a number of threads of yarni in such a way that they lie parallel 
to one another and can be separated without any fear of tangling. 
This is done by leading the threads from a large number of bobbins 
rnouinted in a framework, through a sort of comb, after which they 
are collected and passed through a snmall rectangular aperture and 
wound in the form of a skein round a large revolving drum. When 
the required length has been wound on to the drum, the ends are cut 
and knotted, and the skein is then wound off the drum by hand into 
the form of a ball. Hence the name ball warping, or as it used more 
often to be called, " mill-warping, " presumably from the big revolv- 
ing drum. The machine is substantially the same to-day as it was 
more than half a century ago, though various modifications have, 
of course, been introduced. To-day the length required is very 
much greater, and consequently the size of the drums has increased 
till there are now many of twenty yards in circumference and 
eight to nine feet high. But it is certain that we need make little 
or no allowance for changes in the armount of skill required. 

The operatives are almost entirely men-a female ball warper is 
a rarity and always has been. It is miost decidedly a skilled occu- 
pation, needing a man of intelligence and of education above what 
was the average of fifty years ago. Even given these requirerments, 
definite teaching and instruction in the art is necessary; a warper 

1 According to the membership figures of the Amalgamated Society. There 
are no non-unionist warpers, and the total number in Lancashire is about six 
hundred. 
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70 ECONOMICA 

once said to me, " You might stand and watch me for a year and 
then you couldn't do it." The necessity for direct teaching is a 
most important factor in the case, for it has enabled the warpers to 
control most effectively the supply of recruits to the trade. If a 
warper declines to teach a learner, the employer may sack him, but 
he is no further towards the solution of the problem. The Warpers' 
Union have thus been able to enforce rigidly what was presumably 
in its origin a natural custom-namely, that only the sons of warpers 
should be allowed to learn the trade. The Warpers' Unions grew 
up as close corporations, and the rule has been in no way relaxed, 
even in recent years. When it is realized that the number of warpers 
in a mill seldom exceeds single figures, their extremely strong strate- 
gical position becomes apparent. 

The wages of ball warpers are fixed by special lists for each firm, 
and as a result there have always been considerable variations. 
Some of these lists date back to the first quarter of the last century, 
and I have myself seen lists dated in the fifties. While the stand- 
ard price for a given quantity has not probably altered much, there 
have been various allowances for special peculiarities in particular 
jobs added from time to time, with the result that rates of wages 
have probably tended to increase, though very slightly. But prior 
to i892 there were no percentage vanrations on these lists. The 
ball warpers considered themselves and were regarded as a distinct 
class, quite apart from the other grades of cotton operatives. They 
took no part in the quarrels of the other sections, relying solely on 
their own strategical position in all dealings with the employers. 
Wage statistics of a reliable nature are few, prior to the i886 
wage census, and then only twenty-five ball warpers were returned. 
In Mr. Wood's History of Wages in the Cotton Trade, there are a few 
isolated quotations for ball warpers, but it would seem probable that 
most of these are quite as likely, if not more so, to refer to beamn 
warpers. Amongst the older operatives, however, there is universal 
agreement that wages have altered little since their fathers started 
work. They will confidently assert that wages were the sarme in 
I850, as they were in i892, when, for the first time, the ball warpers 
threw in their lot with the other operatives, and under the Brook- 
lands Agreement became linked, either with the spinners or the card- 
room for percentage variations. I have been able to obtain one 
definite and valuable piece of statistical evidence. Mr. Walter 
Montague, the secretary of the Rochdale Warpers' Society, to whom 
I am indebted for much information, has in his possession a notebook 
in which his father, also a warper, kept an account of his earnings and 
hours throughout the year I872. From this it appears, that even 
when he was steadily employed, it was his regular practice to cease 
work between 3 and 4 p.m. on at least two afternoons every week, 
and that even so, his weekly earnings averaged 38s. It is interesting 
to note that the twenty-five warpers returned in the i886 census, 
averaged exactly the same amount. In the I906 census, two hun- 
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dred and sixteen warpers were returned averaging 42s., an increase 
of IIF05 per cent., and therefore practically the same, when allowance 
is made for the fact that the main lists rose about io-II per cent. 
between I892 and I906, and that the warpers were subject to this 
common rise under the Brooklands Agreement. It would, therefore, 
appear that the few available statistics bear out the general idea of 
little or no change. I amn inclined to think that, at any rate not 
later than the third quarter of the last century, the warpers by their 
strong strategical position had forced up wages to the mnaximurn 
which was then possible. Rather than pay more, the employers 
would have gone to extremne measures, and a wage of 40S., or there- 
abouts, combined with a general independence, and personal liberty 
as regards hours, meant nothing less than complete luxury to the 
warper, when he considered the wages earned by the bulk of cotton 
operatives. Even the mule minder in I870 was not earning more 
than 30s. on the average. The ball warpers were the aristocrats of 
the industry. Why, then, did their wages not increase at any rate 
proportionately to the increase in average earnings from I870 to 
I892? 

There can be little doubt that from an early date the ball warpers 
were a thorn in the employers' side. It needs no stretch of the 
imagination to picture the average employer in I870, paying his 
warpers 40s. a week and irritated by their independence, com- 
plaining loudly, " Who will rid me of these pestilent fellows ? " 
The machine inventor caught up the cry, and the new process of 
beam warping was introduced as a competitor. Beam warping 
certainly existed long before this date, but the machines needed 
many mechanical improvements, and it does not appear that 
beaming began -really to supplant ball warping in the " grey" 
trade till about I870-5. In beam warping a large number of bobbins 
are fixed in a V-shaped frame, and the ends are led through various 
combs, so that they lie perfectly parallel, and are wound off, in the 
form of a sheet of threads, on to a warper's beam, which is a long cylin- 
drical drum with deep flanges. As the number of threads required 
for the warp of most ordinary kinds of cloth exceeds 2,000, it is not 
possible to construct a machine which will wind off this large number 
at once. Hence a number of beams have subsequently to be com- 
bined, and as many as ten may be fed together into the sizing 
machine which performs the next operation. The beaming machines 
are generally worked by men, one man to two machines, but where 
women are employed, though there is the same list rate for both 
sexes, they only have one rnachine each, as a rule. The process is 
much rmore rapid and cheap than the making of balled warps, especi- 
ally where there is mass production of a particular type of cloth, and 
for the last twenty years it has completely ousted ball warping from 
the ordinary " grey " trade. 

But the ball warpers might still have been in great denmand, for 
the cotton industry was growing enormously between 1870 and I900, 
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and they would have had ample scope, even though confined to the 
coloured trade. Unfortunately for them the machine inventor intro- 
duced sectional warping which was gradually adopted more and more 
widely. Beam warping could not be applied to the coloured trade, 
since the threads have to lie in a particular sequence according to 
the pattern, and it was therefore impossible to combine a number of 
warpers' beams in order to get the full number of threads required. 
In sectional warping the bobbins are put in the same sort of V-shaped 
frame; the ends are then led off in the correct sequence of colours, 
but the combs are very much finer, so that the threads lie much 
closer together, with the result that the full number of threads re- 
quired per inch are wound off, but only a section of the full width of 
the warp is obtained. Four or five of these sections are then put 
together, and wound off on to a warper's beam. The machines are 
worked almost entirely by women. As with beam warping the pro- 
cess tends to become proportionately cheaper than ball warping 
according to the degree of mass production required. This is one 
of the big factors which have militated against the universal adop- 
tion of sectional warping, for at any rate in a large section of tlle 
coloured trade there is no mass production in the ordinary sense of 
the term. Another of these factors is that certain classes of heavy 
cloths require a large amount of size on the warp threads, and this 
can be done better with balled warps. There is therefore no hard- 
and-f ast rule as to whether a manufacturer makes sectional or balled 
warps. For certain purposes and under certain conditionis the 
balled warp is still superior to all kinds of sectional warping and will 
remain so until the advent of another, so to speak, completely 
"revolutionary " invention. 

As has been said, the coloured trade generally does not allow of 
the same degree of mass production as the grey trade. Hence, while 
in days gone by when the ball warper reigned supreme, he was 
continuously employed because warps were made for stock, the result 
of the introduction of these new processes has been to render the 
trade more and more casual. The tendency has been increasingly 
to make warps only to order. There can be no doubt that it is the 
competition of these new processes which has so weakened the strate- 
gic position of the ball warpers as to prevent them from raising their 
wages proportionately to the average increase. The very fact that 
they threw in their lot with the other operatives in i892 would seem 
to indicate that they realized that their grip on the employers was 
weakening and that the time had come when they would gain more 
by combinationi than by a policy of independence. While to-day it 
cannot be called a dying trade (indeed, the war gave it a new lease 
of life) there is nevertheless a note of regret in the voice of older 
warpers as they look back to the greater glories of the past. 

There can be no doubt as to the fact that the warper of to-day is 
less continuously employed and less highly paid relatively to the 
bulk of cotton operatives than was his father or even his grandfather; 
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but it is not easy to give a comprehensive answer as to the extent of 
the causal connection between these facts and the exclusive and 
independent policy of the warpers' unions. It is certainly wide of 
the truth to say that if such a policy had not been put into practice, 
ball warping would still have been the only method of preparing 
warps. Beam warping would have come in sooner or later as the 
cotton trade expanded and as mass production methods were devel- 
oped more and more in the grey trade. It is altogether a simpler 
and more economical process. In the coloured trade, however, 
there can be little doubt that the introduction of sectional warping 
was hastened by the employers' desire to dispense with the ball 
warpers, arising partly from a simple feeling of irritation, but also 
because ball warping and the subsequent processes of splitting and 
dressing were an expensive mnethod of preparing the warp. Em- 
ployers were eager to try any new method, and they must have 
lost a large sum of nmoney in making these experiments. For 
example, one firm not far from Heywood, took out all their warping 
mills and substituted section frames. After a year's trial they 
found that sectional warping was not suitable to their particular 
class of work: away went all the section frames and they decided 
to buy balled warps on the market instead of making them. Whether 
on balance the financial loss was a good thing in that it hastened the 
introduction of processes more efficient for certain purposes, is a 
matter on which it is impossible to give an opinion. 

From the point of view of labour, however, the result of the 
union policy on wages must be regarded as beneficial. For, perhaps, 
fifty years the wages of ball warpers were nmaintained artificially 
at a very high level and subsequently there has been no decrease. 
The introduction of competitive processes was gradual, and the 
expansion of the industry was such as to prevent any surplus of 
labour. The unions recognized in timre that the day of mnonopoly 
was over, and by standing in with the rest of the cotton operatives 
they have been able to benefit by the general advance which has 
taken place since then. They are still one of the best-paid grades in 
the industry, and from the point of view of wage rates their policy 
has been most successful. But from the point of view of earnings 
they have gradually suffered more and more through the increas- 
ingly casual nature of their employment. We have already referred 
to one side of this-the intermittency of the demand for their labour. 
The other side is that with the introduction of sectional warping 
first in one mill and then in another, they have been forced to change 
their emiployers time after time, and to move to work wherever it 
may be found. A warper of my acquaintance has lived seventeen 
years where he is now, but during all that time he has only worked 
four years in the immediate neighbourhood. The average warper 
to-day may move his home over half the towns in Lancashire during 
his life-time, a matter involving much expense and continual periods 
of unemployment, as well as the intermittent character of his em- 
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74 ECONOMICA 

ployment when he is in work. It is in these respects, rather than 
by a comparison of rates of wages, that the effects of the policy are 
seen, though in a comprehensive judgment of its efficiency, it must 
not be forgotten that these disadvantages would have come about 
anyway, on the assumption that in any event the new processes 
would have been introduced sooner or later. 
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